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BOOK REVIEW
As a college professor and editor with 27 years in the business of reading and evaluating writing, I’ve come to be more cynical and pessimistic than I care to admit when approaching a new project. Since I’ve been steeped on the stylistic and philosophic masterworks of the King James Bible, Shakespeare, and others, it is rare that I truly enjoy what I’m reading for work purposes. It’s usually a matter of counting my blessings that the Lord has sent me work and I am skilled enough at least to improve my clients’ and students’ writing into something passably readable. I take humble pleasure and reward knowing that in serving others I am serving Him. For this work that you hold in your hands, however, the minor editing and proofing I performed was a mere pittance compared to the grace and joy I received from reading the inspired words on these pages.
Rev. Saundra L. Washington’s Homilies That Teach uplifts and delights far beyond the ability of this poor endorsement to adequately convey. I count myself truly blessed to know such a magnificent woman of God. As I read them, one after another, I felt myself in Rev. Washington’s presence, and it was a beautiful place to be. With the strength of the Holy Spirit infusing her thoughts, Rev. Washington addresses so many of the practical, common experiences, emotions, and problems of everyday life that face all Christians as we travel on our journey toward God’s eternal reward for us. Wisdom, compassion, and love radiate throughout these homilies, as they encourage and exhort us to live better lives and be stronger in our faith in the Lord’s plan for each of us.
From stressing the importance of faith and prayer, to challenging us to make better use of our time and talents, Rev. Washington explicates and illuminates Scripture with the sure-sighted voice of a spirit infused by the light of the Lord. Reading Homilies That Teach will enlighten and hearten you, giving you new strength through the clear, uplifting messages conveyed so inspiringly on each page. The day that I met Rev. Washington and she asked me to look over her work prior to publication was truly a blessed day in my life. I am sure that as you read her words, you also will thank the Lord that He placed her book into your hands.
Marc D. Baldwin, PhD
Professor of English
Hillsborough Community College
www.edit911.com
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NEGATIVE DISTURBANCES
Homilies the Teach
* * * * *
To read without reflecting is like eating without digesting.
- Edmund Burke
* * * * *
When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. Matthew 2:3.
NEGATIVE DISTURBANCES
Whenever we have the opportunity to make human assessments, the assessments we make will always betray our doctrine of man. We can always glean from what one person has to say about another, their doctrine or philosophy concerning man in general. The comments made here in our text focus on the negative because there is something negative that is disturbing Herod. And this something is in all of us and we need to deal with it. We must come to terms with the fact that there are some negative qualities that are common to all human beings. We know this because we realize how difficult it is to honestly say what we will or will not do in any given situation. Peter, you recall, was one of the closest disciples to Jesus. He loved Jesus and Jesus loved him. But he lied, cursed, and betrayed Jesus to save his own skin. He walked and talked and dined with Jesus for three years. He had seen miracles performed and heard sermons preached and claimed he was willing to die, yet denied even being acquainted with Jesus. Now, we have never seen Jesus, never walked with Him, or talked with Him in the same sense that Peter had. So we have to come to a consensus on human nature. Man was born in sin and shaped in iniquity. We possess the capacity to do all kinds of negative things. We see it in others and we see it in ourselves, do we not? Yet, through the power and might of Jesus Christ, we are enabled and empowered to overcome the negative and the stronghold of sin. Jesus bore our sins on His shoulders at Calvary, thus releasing us from the yoke. When we view life and live life consistent with the will of God, old negative thoughts and behaviors pass away. Behold! All things become new.
Sovereign God, I thank you for bringing salvation to the world and for giving me a new life in Christ Jesus. Help me to be a good witness of the joy of the gospel to all I encounter and may I rejoice in my salvation all the days of my life; through our Advocate and Mediator, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
He said to them, “You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God’s sight.” Luke 16:15.
GOD’S REVERSALS
The manner in which you treat people is the manner in which you will be treated. You ought to practice what you preach and spare yourself some future pain because what goes around does in fact, come back around. Life is funny like that. It catches up with you. Your actions now will come back to haunt you later. According to Jesus, God often turns the tables. He taught on many occasions about God’s reversals. On one occasion, He said, “But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first.” (Matthew 19:30). On another occasion He told the disciples “…and whoever wants to be first must be your slave – just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.” This goes against our nature. We do not like the idea of “serving.” We would much rather be served. But all through this parable Jesus reverses the common perceptions. As children of God, we must be careful how we walk over and on people – how we disregard folks because God has a way of reversing things. Remember, God’s ways are not our ways and His thoughts are not our thoughts. As far as the heavens are above the earth, His thoughts are above our thoughts. Our God is a God of justice. Watch how you treat people. Nothing in this world is more important to God than His people.
My Lord and My God, great Friend of the oppressed and Keeper of the weak; help me to forsake my egotistical ways and debilitating need to feel better than my fellow man. Help me to reach out in love and compassion and to accept your will that I be a servant to all. Thank you for reminding me of my Savior’s love and His great sacrifice on behalf of man. Forgive me for my sins and grant that I ever hereafter walk in the spirit of my Lord. Amen.
*****
He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, “Quiet! Be still!” Then the wind died down and it was completely calm. He said to his disciples, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?” Mark 4:39-40.
STUBBORN FAITH
One of the first realities we must face in life if we are to survive this pilgrimage of faith is that troubles are a given. We have to fight daily just trying to live in this rapidly changing world. Sometimes the burdens can be so heavy, the criticism so severe, the opposition so great, that we wonder if it is even worth the effort. Trouble never takes a holiday; it never takes a rest. So to be able to survive, we need crucial faith to withstand these crucial times. This is important because every now and then special challenges come our way and we want to be able to stand firm. We need stubborn faith to hold us when we are called upon to experience those unusual circumstances—those “exception to the rule” situations. You want to be able to stand when your children disappoint you. You want to be able to stand when the spouse walks out on you. You want to be able to stand when you lose your job and the unpaid bills begin to pile up. You want to be able to stand when everything you touch disintegrates, when your plans fail, your dreams vanish, and opportunities dissolve. You want to be able to stand when the storms of life are raging and burning worlds are on fire. Surface faith will not do. Shallow faith will not suffice. We need stubborn faith for these crucial times. Stubborn faith is the faith that freely allows God to manage our state of affairs. Who knows about what we are dealing with more thoroughly than omniscient God? Stubborn faith believes God can and God will manage the situation, however hurtful and trying it may be, in a way that will result in the good. Stubborn faith ultimately and completely rests on the promises of God.
Father God, I cannot survive this journey without you. The road is too rough to tread and the mountains too high to climb. Help me to hold fast to my faith in you. Give me the strength and courage to not resign under pressure. Keep near to me as I live the Christian life, trusting in the sufficiency of your abounding grace; in the name of our crucified and risen Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
One day Jesus was praying in a certain place. When he finished, one of his disciples said to him, “Lord teach us to pray, just as John taught his disciples.” Luke 11:1.
AUTHENTIC PRAYERS
Do you go to God seeking His will for your life or do you simply want something from Him? This is a critical question because your prayers to God are not for changing Him or to beg Him to do what you want Him to do. Rather, it is to be changed by God and to be empowered to do His divine will. Man is transformed in prayer, not God. You cannot exploit God, but you can submit yourself to Him and let God use you. We diminish the integrity of our prayers when we foolishly attempt to use God as a means of straightening out the mess we, ourselves, have created. Getting yourself in debt and begging God to get you out from under is not praying. Mumbling words to Him when your back is against the wall is not praying. Praying means going to God on His terms, not ours. It means drawing nearer to Him in humble submission, realizing our unmitigated unworthiness before His Holy Highness. Prayer is central to our very existence; it is our communication line to God. A Christian without an authentic prayer life is like a bird without wings. We get nowhere. When you pray, confess your sins and weaknesses and turn all your concerns over to Him. Talk to Him as you would to your best friend and confidant. Tell Him all about what is troubling you as if He did not know. Be honest and forthright. Do not hold back anything. Then ask God for guidance, help, strength, mercy, forgiveness, and intercession for others. Authentic prayer emanates from a deep spiritual need and you understand where to go to get the need met.
Father in heaven, I love you more than I can express in mere words. I want to know you with all my heart and soul. Help me to surrender myself so that I may be in constant touch with you. Teach me how to pray prevailing prayers and how to commune sincerely with my Savior. This I ask in the saving name of our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Show me, O Lord, my life’s end and the number of my days; let me know how fleeting is my life. Psalms 39:4.
DO YOU HAVE THE TIME?
The amount of time we have on this planet is brief. The longest life is but a short drama. Man appears on the stage of life, acts out a few scenes, takes his final bow, and is seen no more. All we have is that short interval between birth and death. Each day of our life should, therefore, be an important and meaningful period of worthwhile life activities. We do not have the time for pettiness and trivialities or a lot of foolishness because in the midst of our wasting time in trivia, Mother Nature goes on about her business. Our clay houses fall to pieces, but the sun goes right on shining. A man’s body disintegrates, but the moon continues to glow, the birds keep on singing, God’s universe keeps on moving, and Father Time keeps on ticking. As we go about fussing and fighting, sneaking and hiding, slipping and sliding, lying and cheating, the sand of death’s hourglass continues descending and the distance to the grave continues to shorten. Time is not concerned with how you utilize it. It does not care whether you use it wisely or squander it ignorantly. It will just continue on about its business. Our lives are contingent on the will of a wise and holy God. God gives us all the time we need to accomplish our mission and when our time is up, it is up. A second longer is unnecessary. God wants us to appreciate the blessings of living and yet to always be cognizant of the realities of dying. The important thing is not longevity, but the content of your life. What are you doing with your time? Your life is too priceless and too fleeting to spend recklessly. Think about it.
O Lord our Governor, I kneel before you in adoration and praise thanking you for considering me worthy of life. Help me to understand that time is not in my hands. Grant that I remain forever aware of the frailty and brevity of human life and that I invest in it worthily. May all that I say and do bring honor and glory to your precious name for the honor of our Advocate and Mediator, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! Matthew 6:23b.
UNDERCOVER INVESTIGATION
It is important and necessary that we regularly spend time in purposeful self-examination. We need to take the time to examine our rationales, our pretenses, our masquerades, our motives, our justifications, and our reasoning. Nevertheless, we must also realize that despite how thorough the examination, no man can remove himself from himself sufficiently to appraise the dark forces at work within. And, let us be honest with ourselves: all mankind suffer from some form of inner-darkness. We live in dark times and we live in a society that is gripped by the darkness of evil. As a consequence of living in it, some of it gets on and in us. The sins within thrive in this darkness. Sin feeds upon the darkness as a hungry predator feeds upon its prey. Being in this darkness, we cannot see ourselves as we really are. We believe we are what we are not and believe we are incapable of doing what we are quite competent of perpetrating. We need the light of God to reveal the dark forces at work within us. When we see ourselves as revealed by God, our true character is uncovered. Who we are in the real sense comes to the surface. In His presence, we discover, sometimes to our great astonishment, how far removed from God we really are. The holiness of God’s all seeing Eye can find every speck of sin in our lives. Nothing in us escapes God and no man can stand in His presence as a saint. He must stand in his true character, as a sinner saved by grace.
I am not capable of seeing all the darkness within me without your help, O God. The darkness of sin is too great; I lack the ability to see it all and I lack the strength to overcome it. Give me grace that I may cast away the works of darkness, and clothe me in the armor of light. May the purifying blood of Jesus rid me of all that would hinder my spiritual progress and deter me from following the way eternal; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
When King Herod heard this he was disturbed, and all Jerusalem with him. Matthew 2:3.
EARTHQUAKES
There is something peculiar under the sun; something peculiar about man. Men do not seem to care much about earthquakes. Have you noticed that? You know what many folks who have experienced the effects of earthquakes are doing? They are still hating one another, still lying, still finding scapegoats, and still stabbing folks in the back. God will come and shake the earth, shake our security, shake our comfortable world, and man will still act contemptible. So we know that even when God allows us to experience earthquakes in our lives, it does not mean that we will straighten up and fly right. Do not think that because God touches our bodies, our lives, or our homes that man will change, because this is not necessarily true. Yet, on occasion, God will still allow earthquakes. The earthquakes are not only to shake us up and wake us up, but they are a reminder that Jesus is coming again. Herod and all Jerusalem were disturbed and afraid because of the Earthquake being born in Bethlehem. What is it about the coming of the Lord that disturbs us? As long as He does not come, it is business as usual. As long as He does not come, we do as we jolly well please. But when God comes, He comes as a disturbing factor. He makes us examine the perverseness of our lives. When God comes, He makes us turn the light on ourselves. When God comes, He calls us into account. Well, guess what? Jesus is coming again and it will not be like the first time. This time, He will be coming in judgment. Man has not experienced an Earthquake like the One coming.
Merciful Father and Ruler of all the earth, forgive me for my complacency and indifference to your mighty acts. So often, after the initial shock has melted away, I return to my same ways. Please help me, O God, for beside you there is no other. Fix me according to your will and lead me according to your desire. Grant that I not be found lacking when I am weighed in the balances; through Him who lives and reign with you, Jesus Christ our salvation. Amen.
*****
He asked me, “Son of man, can these bones live?” I said, “O Sovereign Lord, you alone know.” This is what the Sovereign Lord says to these bones: I will make breath enter you and you will come to life. Ezekiel 37:3-5.
DRY BONES IN THE VALLEY
For many people, life has become as dull and despairing as death. We suffer from spiritual inertia. We have allowed ourselves to be paralyzed by shallow beliefs and shackled by the strong chains of discouragement. We have permitted the sacred and holy to be eclipsed by the secular and profane. Hearts that were once gay have suddenly become heavy. Men who were once optimists have become pessimists. Many who were once willing to greet tomorrow with a cheer, now regard the future with nervous anxiety. Not only have they lost confidence in our world, but they have also lost faith in themselves and in God. They have become like zombies—carcasses with no life, dry bones in the valley, the walking dead. Dead, but not dead dead, if you will. The body is alive, but void of spirituality; form without substance. If you want life, you must come to the awareness that in order to cope with life’s many complexities, life itself demands you draw meaning for your life from something greater within and beyond yourself—a higher source. That source of power that satisfies and enables victorious living is known as God. When the breath of Almighty God moves in upon you, new life is restored to dry bones. When He blows, we are enabled to keep going even when we feel we cannot take another step. When the wind of God’s Spirit blows—bones move. Are you living or are you among the dead?
Breathe on me, breath of God. Fill me with life anew. Take away the dimness of my soul and kindle an eternal flame within my being. Gracious Lord, infuse me with your quickening power that I may truly live. Thank you for answering my prayer even before I prayed it; through Jesus Christ our Liberator. Amen.
*****
Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own. Matthew 6:34.
TOMORROW
Whatever providence has in store for us tomorrow is not meant for us until tomorrow. It is foolish to burden ourselves today with cares and concerns that belong to another day. Today’s challenges are sufficient for today and it behooves us to refrain from creating problems for tomorrow and then adding tomorrow’s problems to those of today. We do not know what tomorrow’s issues will be, but whatever they are, tomorrow is the time reserved to deal with them. Today has its own support. God promises us daily strength for daily responsibilities. He provides daily grace for daily needs. Do not cross the street before you get to the curb. God knew what He was doing when He divided our life into days, and brought down on each day the curtain of night. Our responsibility is only for today. You did not wake up this morning in your tomorrow; you woke up in the actuality of your today. We cannot live tomorrow today because tomorrow does not yet exist unless we create it in our minds. We become our own tormentors and darken our own path when we allow our apprehension of troubles tomorrow to multiply those of today. Kneeling before God in confession and surrender is the best worry cure. Put your trust in the One who holds tomorrow.
Almighty and Everlasting God, the fountain of all wisdom, who knows my needs before I ask, and my ignorance in the asking, I beg you to have compassion. Forgive me when I worry and fret about my tomorrows. I offer up my fears, for you are the Lord of my tomorrows. Guide me as I plan for the future and grant me all that I need to get through today. In the blessed name of Jesus, I pray. Amen.
*****
“Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye? How can you say to your brother, ‘Let me take the speck out of your eye,’ when all the time there is a plank in your own eye?” Matthew 7:3-4.
DISTORTED PERCEPTIONS
Often, in being dishonest about our own faults and failures, we have been far too insensitive and callous toward others who have fallen short. All human judgment is partial, one-sided, and superficial. When we judge others, we must realize that we are also judging ourselves. When we judge another, we are focusing on what is wrong with someone else in an attempt to shield or take the inner spotlight off of what is wrong with us. It reveals something unkind about us because we are making assumptions about others based on our distorted perception of what others should be like or how others should behave. Judging others is the effect of our own ugly pride. Before pointing the righteous finger of accusation at someone else, remember that we all have personal deficits that we must continually work toward improving. The easiest thing in the world to do is find fault and we all know fault finders are a dime a dozen. Remember, we all have some skeletons in our inner closet dangling in wait to be discovered. When tempted to focus on the shortcomings of others, STOP. Turn the magnifying glass on yourself. What you will see in yourself will temper your perception of others. You will begin to realize that it is not your sister or brother but you, who stand in the need of prayer. Keep in mind that the best scrutinizer of mankind is not man, but God. It is the omniscient God alone whose knowledge is thorough and absolutely just. Only God’s judgment is perfect. Let us concentrate on rectifying our own lives and leave the faults of others to God.
Cliff Knechtle in his book “Give Me an Answer,” writes: “We all either try to hide our bad sides or we try to make them look good. But deep inside we all know that we fall short of living the way we know we should. No one can escape the charge of “hypocrite”—no one except Jesus Himself. He is the only One who has lived up to God’s standards; the only One who has perfectly lived what He preached. Only through Christ can we escape the penalty due our hypocrisy. By living within the security of Christ’s love, we are free to peel off masks and to become real, honest people.”
Father God, when I am tempted to look judgmentally upon others, may I be reminded of my own faults and failures. Help me to be as gentle and kind to others as you have been to me. Kind Father, when I fall short through my own lack of wisdom, help me to rely on your unfaltering love and power; through the blood of the sacrificial Lamb, Jesus Christ, I pray. Amen.
*****
Sarah said, “God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me.” Genesis 21:6.
NECESSARY LAUGHTER
Take time to laugh at yourself and the ridiculous in life. It is so refreshing to just laugh at your slips, peculiarities, forgetfulness, and fumbles. Humor has the power to dull the sharp edges of life and is a great tension reliever. Laughter stimulates the soul and boosts the immune system. There are researchers who assert that laughter reduces levels of certain stress hormones. But, beyond this, laughter is curative. It is just good medicine for the sluggish spirit and an effective weapon against despair. It is like perfumed oil to the soul and brings joy to the spirit. Do not take everything people say and do so seriously. Stop wearing your feelings on your sleeves. Sometimes, it is emotionally prosperous to just smile at the ridiculous, grin at the obnoxious and laugh at the absurd. Transform life’s “ugh” into laughter. It was Sterne who asserted, “I live in a constant endeavor to fence against the infirmities of ill-health, and other evils of life, by humor. I am persuaded that every time a man smiles – but much more so when he laughs – it adds something to this fragment of life.” Let the gift of laughter enhance your life. In the midst of problematic situations, steal moments of humor. You will be astonished to find that for those moments, your problems disappear. For those few moments, your problems do not exist in your reality and life is wonderful. When the humorous moments pass, the problems no longer seem as monumental as you thought. Embrace humor. Come on now, liven up!
Lord, teach me to not take life more seriously than necessary. Help me to see the humor in life’s absurdities and to understand that laughter is healing. Thank you Jehovah God for your love as revealed through this wonderful and most precious gift. Grant that by the power of your Holy Spirit I may be enabled to go my way rejoicing and giving you continual thanks for your sustaining grace; through the One who redeemed our souls, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.
Matthew 24:12.
NEW YEAR; SAME OLD STORY
In his graciousness, God has blessed us to enter a new year. When you look back on the last few years, you probably wonder why you did not lose your mind. When you think about some of the traumas and extreme challenges you had to contend with, you know you should have had a breakdown or been confined to the rubber room. But God opened doors for you that no man could shut. He made ways out of no ways. He was your shoulder to cry on, your counselor to vent your troubles to, and your comforter when you needed to grieve. He was your strength when you were weak and wanted to stop in your tracks, your peace in chaos, your protector when enemies rose up against you, and your courage when you wanted to throw in the towel. So we enter a new year, but what does that mean to you? Reality demands we accept the high probability that this year will greatly resemble the last in terms of trouble, murders, drugs, hate, death, and mishaps. Evil is just as present today as it was yesterday. Satan is still the prince of this world. We are well aware that even in the 21st century, man’s inhumanity to man continues; we will treat each other badly and bring each other down. Even in this new year, we will be victims of racism, sexism, jealousy, envy, hatred, malice, oppression, and all kinds of abuse. Even in this new year, we will still have to cope with physical illness and handicaps; traffic accidents and freak accidents and accidents of nature. The truth of the matter is plain. If we are going to make it through, we are going to need that same source of power that got us through our previous years. God’s power! It really does not matter what lies ahead in the days ahead, rest assured, El Shaddai knows and has it all under His divine control.
Jehovah God, I bless your holy name. I thank you for all the blessings you have so graciously bestowed upon me. Thank you for washing me in the redeeming blood of the Lamb and changing my name from sinner to saint. Keep me by your power. Holy Father, keep me from sin and everything that looks like it, walks like it, talks like it or leads to it and I will be sure to give you all the praise. In Jesus name I pray. Amen.
*****
Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him. Mark 4:36.
NEVER ALONE
The disciples of Jesus made the same self-centered assumption that many people make. Out there on the Sea of Galilee, the disciples with Jesus thought that their ship was the only one in danger. It was not. Other ships were also out there in the raging tempest. The disciples’ experience, although frightening and discomfiting, was not unique because others had encountered the same troublesome waves and angry winds. This is the lesson we must learn as we experience the turbulent waters of life. You are not alone. Regardless of how traumatic or devastating the experiences you must endure in life, you are not alone. When you encounter the raging tempest, when howling winds descend and billows toss high, you feel alone and cry out for deliverance. But if you stop to look around the heaving sea, you will see through the mist and fog, others who are bravely sailing through the same storm. The experiences of life are, after all, similar and commonplace. While you may think only of your boat because it is yours, do not forget all the other little boats which may be displaying even greater courage and bravery because they are weaker and more exposed. Being aware of those other little ships sailing and battling through the same storm will reduce the weight of your own distress. When you sink your personal fears and pains in the awareness of other suffering hearts, you not only help them bear their burdens, but you also take the sharp sting out of your own bitter experience. If you can manage to somehow wallow through the debilitating weeds of self-centeredness and self-pity, you will discover the miraculous. You are never alone.
Heavenly Father, how grateful I am that I am not left alone to flounder in weakness. The assurance of your presence strengthens me. I love you, and I trust my whole life into your hands. Thank you for keeping me company; through our Advocate and Mediator, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
For if you forgive men when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive men their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins. Matt. 6:14-15.
FORGIVENESS: THE OTHER SIDE
If we are honest with ourselves, we will admit that the reason we have difficulty forgiving others is because we sincerely believe we are justified in our withholding forgiveness. We become the judge of the offenders and by harboring bitterness and resentment against them; it is our distorted way of meting out punishment. After all, our wounds are deep and our heart severely punctured. At the core, of course, is our own selfishness—the “me” factor. We are deeply focused on what was done to “me.” We refuse to let ourselves to heal and we therefore become prisoners of the self, forever pacing the narrow cell of animosity and self-pity. Some folks have sentenced themselves for life and they are still dismally serving their time. Every human being possesses the capacity to forgive though, granted, it may not be easy. It may not be easy to forgive because it requires an acute awareness of our own need to been forgiven. Forgiveness has two sides that are forever linked together: the forgiveness we need from God and the forgiveness we owe to other human beings. Until you forgive others, you are not able to receive forgiveness from God. You cannot receive forgiveness because by your unwillingness to forgive, you have blocked the entrance to your heart barring God from entering. God will not force His way through. But, in recognizing and understanding our own need to be forgiven, we are released from the pride that binds and enabled through God’s power to forgive others.
Gracious Lord, since I desperately need your forgiveness of sins, help me to be forgiving. Increase my faith so that I am empowered to let go of my own self-defensive responses and allow you to speak to me of healing and love. Help me O God to see beneath outward distortions and to see your image in every man. Grant that I be led into the way of truth and hold the faith in unity of spirit, in the bond of peace and in righteousness of life. This I beg for Jesus Christ’s sake. Amen.
*****
For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members. Romans 7:22-25.
THE WAR WITHIN
There is a Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde personality within all of us and like the Apostle Paul, we find ourselves fighting the war within. The characteristic of our human experience is the tension set up within a nature divided against itself. We belong to a physical world, yet we also believe ourselves to be citizens of a heavenly city. But our carnal impulses are all too often at variance with our spiritual longings. We all experience the frustration of knowing what is right, but failing to do it. Our knowledge of right is invariably greater than our power to always perform it. We know what is right and we really want to act accordingly, but with monotonous regularity, we fail. The inescapable fact of the matter is that by ourselves, we cannot do what is right. We just do not make the grade. Knowing the rules whether they are golden or silver, do not make us able to obey them. We keep on falling into a trap called sin. You see, there’s an inner struggle going on—a war within between contending forces—and on our own, we lack sufficient power to overcome. We need the power of the life-giving Spirit. The only way to triumph over evil is to walk in the Spirit of God. Walking in the spirit means living life to please God rather than to please yourself or others. It means obedience to God rather than obeying your own needs and desires, or the needs and desires of others. We start out each day with a definite decision that by faith, I will walk in the Spirit of my God.
Heavenly Father, thank you for the privilege of being able to approach you in prayer. I humbly call upon your holy name fully aware of my insufficiency. I know that left to myself, I would destroy myself. Without you, I would truly be hopeless. Give me the power to walk in your Spirit. Be the resistant force within when I am weakened by the worldly and destructive desires of my own heart. This I pray in the holy name of your beloved Son, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. We love because he first loved us. 1 John 4:7-8, 19.
CHRISTIAN LOVE
Actually, loving does not take any great effort on our part because it is not something we must put forth great effort to achieve. When God enters our heart, soul, and mind, love is spontaneously produced because He is love. It is a spiritual attainment. It is the result of a cause and the cause is this: God loved us first. We cannot claim we love God if we do not love one another; for it is in loving God that we are enabled to love one another, and in loving one another, our love for God is strengthened. Human love is a response to God’s love. His love within us creates goodness and transforms the unlovable into the lovable. When this miracle occurs, we discover we love not only others, but ourselves. No greater claim can any of us make than that we love. Love is a characteristic of those who love God. Love is the great bond of fellowship which binds believers to one another, and to our Lord. We love all men—even our enemies. Like John, we do not claim to love as deeply as we desire to love; we do not claim to love as much as we expect to as we progress in the faith, but we do claim to love. There is no guessing, no speculation, no assumptions, and no inferences. We Christians stand side by side with John and thousands of others down through the generations to affirm what John declared. That somehow, even in this messed up world, even in times like these when man’s inhumanity to man has reached chaotic proportions, we love and we do it because God lives in us and God is love. This is God’s eminent challenge to man and one of man’s greatest trials.
Thank you, gracious Father, for the gift of your unconditional love. Teach me how to not be stingy with my love; teach me how to love unconditionally. O God of love and forgiveness, so fill my heart with the spirit of Jesus that I will be quick to return love for evil and see only your image in every man; through the merits and death of Jesus Christ our risen Lord. Amen.
*****
Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. 2 Corinthians 5:1.
HOUSE NOT MADE BY HANDS
Life, no matter how we choose to look at it, is a constant battle. It is the beginning of a struggle that continues until we breathe our last breath. Life is something that we did not request. None of us asked to be born. Neither did we ask to be poor, or Black, tall or short. We did not ask to be a part of one family as opposed to another. Life is full of risks. There is a certain element of risk taking that is inherent in every venture we undertake; whether it is in business, or in marriage, in a profession or in athletics. We never have complete security within ourselves. For we know that every moment we live, our lives are in constant danger. A stray bullet may hit us, a car emerging out of nowhere may crush us, and a clumsy slip of the foot may result in our demise. So life is unpredictable. We get no warning, we are afforded no red alert, and we get no second chance at life. And we might as well face the fact that our life is a dying life. As soon as we are born, we begin to die and every day we manage to somehow survive, we have only gained another step towards our grave. Each morning when we wake up from a refreshing sleep, we have died a little during the night. As we go through the streets of the city, we are dying a little. As we go about our business on the job, we are dying a little. In essence, we are living in the land of the dying. We are all terminally ill. One day our earthly tent-house will be dissolved. But we thank God that He cares and has promised us another house, a building of God, a house not made with hands, eternal in the heavens. Though we will die, yet shall we live!
O God, whose days are without end and whose mercies cannot be numbered, keep me deeply aware of the shortness and uncertainty of human life. Grant that your Holy Spirit lead me in holiness and righteousness and that when I shall have served my allotted time, I be gathered with all the saints of the ages before your throne at last. This I ask through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? Psalm 139:7.
GOD’S PRESENCE
When life takes a turn in the negative direction; when sun filled days turn into stormy nights; when “all is well” turns into “all is hell”; when the inexplicable occurs, we often find ourselves thrown into a state of disarray. And even though God is still revealing Himself to each of us in the midst of our suffering and chaos, we have a hard time realizing and recognizing His presence. We do not feel that He is around or that He cares or that He really knows what He is doing. When we are faced with a crisis, it is difficult to relate to God as all-loving, all knowing, and in full control. When we survey the reality of what has happened to us, we do not see ourselves transformed by God’s grace and we cannot accept the knowledge that even then, the spirit of God continues to seek more intimate communion with us. It is difficult to feel God’s presence when we are tightly wrapped in the suit of troubles. Yet, deep inside of us is the nagging persistent suspicion that there is more to life than what has happened to us. All the meaning which existed prior to the tragedy cannot be ignored. We recollect the hours and days when God came especially near to us and how deeply He moved our spirit. Gradually, by God’s grace, we recall how God brought us this far. We begin to open ourselves up to the reality of the presence of God. We begin to allow His spirit to console us in our sorrow and enable us to grapple even the most senseless tragedies.
Heavenly Father, when darkness comes over me and the storms of life beat down upon me, shelter me under your protective wings. Lord, how precious is the assurance of your presence. When I feel all alone, help me to remember that you are with me and I have nothing to fear; through the dying blood and redeeming love of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? ... No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. Romans 8:35, 37.
MIND FAILURE
There is no other failure than the failure that exists within. You never really fail until you fail on the inside of yourself. When you begin to believe you are a failure, you become what you believe yourself to be. Your own self-defeating, negative, pessimistic thinking will make you a failure. It does not matter how many times you unsuccessfully attempt something, you are not a failure until you begin to believe yourself to be a failure. But humans are endowed with the capacity to overcome overwhelming odds. All those struggling to rise in faith and hope always have God on their side. We are more than conquerors through Him who loves us. God and you can move mountains. The realistic Christian is ready for momentary defeats, but he never goes into permanent retreat. As long as you refuse to give up, you are still in the running. As long as you pick yourself up from a fall, dust yourself off, learn from the experience, and bounce back, victory still remains a possibility. Thomas Edison once said, “I have not failed. I’ve just found 10,000 ways that won’t work.” What a wonderful attitude. There may be endeavors that do not work out, but that does not mean you are a failure. If you give up on yourself, on God, on life, and on others, failure is inevitable. The important thing to remember is that no one can make you believe in yourself. This, you must do yourself.
Almighty and most merciful Father, help me to overcome my insecurities and fears by filling my mind with positive thoughts and my life with positive action. Sweeten my attitude O God, and grant that my life breathe the fresh fragrance of your Spirit through the might of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
But afterwards the Lord asked Cain, “Where is your brother? Where is Abel?” “How should I know?” Cain retorted, “Am I suppose to keep track of him where he goes?” Genesis 4:9.
WHERE IS YOUR BROTHER?
The story of Cain and Abel stands very close to 21st century man. For who cannot be exposed to the prevalence of murderous crimes existing in our society and world without occasionally reflecting back upon the first murder? The narrative of these brothers is symbolic of the relationship between God and man and between man and his brother. Read about the history of God’s dealings with man in your Bible and you will notice that God always intervenes. When Cain had done his worst to Abel, he could not get away from God and neither can you. God always confronts us. He confronts us in our nakedness, in our ugliness, at our weakest point. Whenever we commit a crime against our neighbor, God wants to know, “Where is your brother?” In spite of how it may seem, sooner or later man must recognize that any cruelty to any human being brings us face to face with the judgment of God. Even though it may seem that criminals are getting away, rest assured that when we reach the dead-end streets of our lives, God will meet us there and He will want to know, “Where is your brother?”
Jehovah God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, our only Savior, the Prince of Peace, eliminate from my heart all that would hinder unity and concord among your people. May I engage in only those acts that facilitate one holy bond of truth and peace, charity and love, and may we all with one mind and one mouth glorify you; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose. Romans 8:28.
THE HIGHER SOURCE
No doubt, as you travel this Christian journey, you have already discovered that there are many things that befall us along the way. Some we call blessings and others tragedies and disappointments in life. Yet, how many times in life, when we are called upon to face trials, discouragements and disillusionments, are we tempted to blame God or somebody else instead of taking the time to find God’s blessing in the situation and recognize His purpose? Paul was no stranger to life’s roadblocks, detours, and dead-end alleys. He knew what it was like to experience depression and defeat, frustration and disillusion. And yet, in the maturity of his faith, he was able to aver a contented state of being. A contended mind and spirit is the greatest blessing any individual can enjoy in this world. Paul had learned to be content in the midst of whatever was happening to him because he understood that what God chose for him to experience was far better than what he would have chosen for himself. He had learned an important Christian truth. He learned that adversity is always filled with opportunity. Paul lived close to and drew his strength and power from a higher Source. If you live close to the Source, the Source will strengthen and take care of the substance.
Dear God of love and mercy, open my eyes so that I may see through mere appearances. Let me not become discouraged by what seems to be. Help me to accept what must be accepted and keep my heart and soul and mind focused on the mission you assigned to me. Please help me O God, to keep free from the evil that is always present. Grant this, O Lord for the sake of Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Then Jesus answered, “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.” And her daughter was healed from that very hour. Matthew 15:28.
DIVINE POSSIBILITIES
The Phoenician woman in our text portrayed profound understanding. She understood who she was and what she was. She knew she was one among the despised Gentiles. She knew she was not loved and she knew she was looked down upon by the Jews. But her perception of reality did not lock her into actuality. Her view of reality was not a static, stagnated one. She did not believe that what is now, will always be. This woman’s concept of reality included possibility. She not only perceived life in terms of what was happening to her, the actual facts, but she had faith in the possibility of what could be. What about you? Do you believe in possibilities? Do you believe it is possible to transcend the facts? In other words, is it possible to somehow transcend where we are? Is it possible to be sick, flat on your back, pain racking a feeble body, and yet at the same time be well? Is it possible to be in bondage and at the same time be free? Is it possible to be poor, not have a penny to your name, and yet at the same time be rich? Is it possible to be thrown into a particular state and yet transcend that state? This woman is telling us to look at possibilities. It may be dark now, but that does not mean the light will not glow after awhile. It may be raining in your life today, but that does not mean the sun will not shine tomorrow. Weeping may endure for the night, but that does not mean joy will not come in the morning. You ask today about possibilities and believers will assert that possibilities remain with God. God can transform any condition, any state, and any situation into something noble and wonderful. Believe in divine possibilities.
My Lord and my God, though I live in the world I am not of it. Help me to rise above the secular and material that I might live in the spiritual sunshine of your amazing grace. I rest in quiet confidence that you will keep your promises no matter how impossible things may appear. I believe in divine possibilities; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
He helps them hear his instruction to turn away from their sin. Job 36:10.
DEAFNESS OF SOUL
When we think of a person being deaf, we think of those lacking in the sense of hearing. But there is also a deafness of the soul. This is the worst form of deafness because there are none as deaf as those who refuse to hear. These individuals are unwilling to hear God’s voice within. We close our ears against God and His truth and abide in the noise of deception and lies. God speaks to us every day and in every way. God is always speaking to us, though we may not be listening. In every experience, every event, every sound, and in every catastrophe, God speaks. Every place to which you journey, every animal that you see, every spot you visit speaks a clear message from God. Through events, dreams, friends, enemies, churches, communities, Scripture and conscience, God speaks. In every way imaginable, God is telling us to return to Him, our Creator. He is telling us to stop fighting him, we cannot win; stop running from Him, we cannot hide; stop sinning, we will not be victorious. The difficulty is not His silence but our deafness of soul. We hear God neither in the voices of nature, in the whisperings of conscience, nor in the sacred words of Holy Scripture. If our soul is attuned, His voice becomes the guiding force in our lives. Are you listening?
Dear God, I know you still speak to your people. Help me to be still and listen to what you are trying to tell me. Grant that I be inwardly open to your directions and help me to follow obediently; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. 1 Peter 3:18a.
THE “S” WORD
We all sin. To avoid using the “S” word, we may call it by other less penetrating names. But sin by any other name remains what it is, sin. As believers and imitators of Christ, we like to think of ourselves as good, but we know we still sin. This is what the Psalmist declares. We sin even when we are totally unaware of it. So whether we are conscious of it or not, all sin is still sin. It is not uncommon for man to blame external causes and conditions for our troubles and sicknesses, while all the time the real trouble is sin. Who can deny that our world is suffering from a severe spiritual illness? We are living in the midst of economic paralysis and social disorder. Underneath the surface, there is sin: the sin of greed, power, contempt for human beings, and the denial of brotherhood. Our spiritual sickness can only be cured by a spiritual restoration. Peace treaties have not worked for long in the past and we have no reason to believe they will be any more effective in the future. There must be an agreement with God, with the moral and spiritual realities. We have sinned. We have made oil more important than blood, land more important than people, national prestige more important than human welfare. Jesus brought the only cure for the world’s deadly sickness: a Gospel that brings conviction of sin, forgiveness of sin and the power to overcome sin.
Heavenly Father, who with love incomprehensible sent your only Son to die for my sins, forgive me for those times when I joined the world in abandoning you. I do love you with my whole heart, and I repent sincerely for having ever offended you. Pardon me, my God. Draw near. Accompany me on my pilgrimage through this life and may I find rest at last in the place you have prepared for me where I will be sure to glorify your name through all eternity. In the blessed name of our Savior, Jesus Christ, I pray. Amen.
*****
He has made everything beautiful in its time. He has also set eternity in the hearts of men; yet they cannot fathom what God has done from beginning to end. Ecclesiastes 3:11.
ETERNITY
Every man has eternity set in his heart. This is a truth proven by our own sense of the emptiness of mundane things. It clarifies our notice of the instability of the things connected with our earthly existence. It explains our yearning for something beyond ourselves. Within the spirit of every man is restless instinct. There is a universal yearning after God. God has put forever in our hearts! Eternity has been set within us as part of our very being, and the eternal seeks the Eternal, and no one but the Eternal can satisfy. We cannot rest content with this world, no matter how hard we may try, for God has set eternity in our hearts. All the things of the world—family, property, physical health, material wealth, and even the human relationships that we feel would bring us wholeness, fulfillment and rest—turn out to be paltry substitutes, counterfeits, deceptions for this yearning after God, the Eternal. And, even if you were to achieve all these things, you are still not relieved or free of the constant treadmill of wants, desires and anxious attachments. We are still empty, unhappy, and unfulfilled. Only the Eternal can satisfy the eternal yearning within. The eternity set in your heart is the yearning for God, the yearning for your Beloved, the Redeemer, and it is the yearning for your true estate as heir of His kingdom.
Eternal God, you are able to accept in me what I cannot even acknowledge; you have named in me what I cannot bear to speak of; you hold in your memory what I have tried to forget. Reconcile me to the eternal destiny for which I long in the uttermost part of my soul. Teach me, Lord, to number my days and to see the span of my life in the light of eternity. Reveal your splendor to me. Give me the wisdom and grace to know your love and to rejoice in your forgiveness and life; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
And so we know and rely on the love God has for us. God is love. Whoever lives in love lives in God, and God in him. 1 John 4:16.
MOMENT OF GRACE
The bedrock of the Christian faith is the Good News about God’s love. Christian teachings about who we are and about our relationship with our Lord and each other are all rooted in the fact that God is love and that He loves His creatures. When we are really hurting, we put up our defenses, become rebellious, and may even feel victimized. We keep trying to lighten the burden by using our own meager resources. We try all sorts of escape mechanisms, only to discover that we feel more and more isolated, lonely, and lost. Our greatest need is to let God into our life. Do you realize that God really loves you and His love is there to heal you, renew you, restore you, and lift you up? You may be carrying a heavy burden. Let God remove the load. You may be experiencing a broken relationship. Let God mend your heart. It may be job dissatisfaction, financial difficulties, or a deep concern for a world possessed by unspeakable evil and destructive powers. But right now, in this moment of grace, in this moment of spiritual renewal, discover God’s gentle healing power in your life. God is reaching out to comfort you as you have never been comforted before. Why not allow God to hug you right now? Let Him put His loving, compassionate arms around you right now. Experience the dissipation of all your hurts and disappointments as you permit yourself to be soothed, comforted, and gentled by your gracious loving Father.
Gracious Father, in this moment of grace, in this moment of spiritual renewal, lift my burdens and bring your gentle healing power into my life. Support me, O Lord, through this troublesome life, until the shadows lengthen and the evening comes, the busy world is hushed, the fever of life is over, and my work is done. Then Lord, in your mercy grant me a safe lodging, a holy rest, and sweet peace at last; for the honor of our Advocate and Mediator, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 1 Corinthians 15:57.
LITTLE VICTORIES
Sometimes we fail to notice all the victories we experience on a daily basis. They are small victories, but victories nevertheless. Think about those times when you did not know how you were going to make it but somehow, God gave you the victory. Sometimes, it is in knowing when to keep silent, knowing when to back down or back away. Nothing big, but just being able to hold your peace gives you the victory. Sometimes, it is silently forgiving someone who has wronged you, saying a kind word to someone who has cursed you, lifting someone up who has put you down, or helping someone who has intentionally hurt you. Nothing earth shattering, but they are victories just the same. When you are able to affirm love in the midst of your own suffering, that is a victory. When you are able to hold your head up after having been openly shamed, that is a victory. Sometimes, it is when you have gotten off your knees from a fervent prayer confident God has heard your cry; that is a victory. It may not be anything dramatic, but it is a victory nevertheless. When you are able to perceive your whole life in the context of little victories, you will deepen your appreciation of how God is working in your life. Sometimes, we get so lost in our moods and in how we want things to be or wish they were that we forget about life's daily triumphs. Notice the little victories in your life and give God the glory.
O God of mercy and God of peace, the deep well of victory from which I draw strength in times of need, grant most merciful Jehovah, that when I am trying to overcome a personal hurdle or obstacle and need the will and fortitude to do so, I will be enabled through the power of your Spirit to draw from the cool depths of your victory well that never runs dry; through Him who died and rose again in victory, your Son and our Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Now when Daniel learned that the decree had been published, he went to his upstairs room where the windows opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God, just as he had done before. Daniel 6:10.
INNER PRAYER ROOM
One of the unfortunate truths about some of us Christians is that we do not have a prayer room: that sacred place within that infuses your heart and soul with daily strength. Do you not know that you need a prayer room? It has nothing to do with physicality or geography because we can go to our prayer room wherever we are and whenever we get ready. You can be in your car and when the spirit moves you, you retire to your prayer room. You can be in attendance at a meeting and in the midst, pause, and retire to your prayer room. To have a "prayer room" means simply to be shut-in in the spirit with God anywhere, anytime, giving quality, chosen time to yearn after Him, seek Him and call on His name. Every believer needs a prayer room because every child of God must go down in life’s underworld. All of us will have a lion’s den. But if we have a prayer life, it does not matter how deep it is or how dark it is or how scary it is. If we have a prayer life, the God who is able to shut the mouths of lions, will be there with us. Instead of lashing out, go to your prayer room. Instead of running your mouth, go to your prayer room. Do not get excited. Do not get out of sorts. Do not get ruffled. Just go to your prayer room, kneel at the altar of private prayer, be still, and see the salvation of the Lord.
O Lord and everlasting God, who has given us the privilege of prayer and reserved a chapel in my soul for my visiting at will, what an honor I have today to know you as my Father and to have access to you at all times. Lord, I come to you in this moment desiring to be led, corrected, and instructed by you. I want to learn obedience, to understand your ways. I want to draw closer to you in mind and heart, soul and spirit. Grant this I pray for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
Remember not the sins of my youth and my rebellious ways; according to your love remember me, for you are good. Psalms 25:7.
ANNOYING MEMORIES
I doubt if there is any human being alive who does not have memories they wish they could forget. You know, those intimately personal events living in the recesses of our minds. Those gnawing hideous details that is too painful or horrifying, too humiliating or ridiculous that we would like to forget. Those dark demons we try to bury deep within that still manage to raise their ugly heads when we are least expecting it. Perhaps, it is some cruelty we have inflicted, some deceit we have led, or some tragedy we have endured. Temporarily, we bury them, or at least we try. And the debris of memory accumulates in the secret chamber of our souls. And yet, those regrettable, unforgettable moments of recollection can become turning points in our lives, landmarks, moments of profound faith and spiritual enlightenment. These memories remind us of the hurt we have inflicted, the damage we have caused. We come to recognize and acknowledge how mean we can be and how ridiculous and ignorant we can act. During these times, we can give praise to God for how far He has brought us. And even though we are yet far from where we should and hope to be, through His power, we thank God that we are no longer where we used to be. We can reflect on the old self and rejoice in the new self. All glory to God!
Dear Lord, sometimes when I look back over my life and remember unkind things that I have done, I feel deeply ashamed. Thank you for your loving and merciful forgiveness. You have worked wonders in my life and I praise you with every fiber of my being. Grant Lord, that I never forget from where you have brought me; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit lives and reigns ever, one God, world without end. Amen.
*****
So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. Genesis 3:23. Then Jesus went with his disciples to a place called Gethsemane, and he said to them, “Sit here while I go over there and pray.” ...Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will but as you will.” Matthew 26:36 , 39.
GETHSEMANE EXPERIENCES
All of us are on a voyage through life. We are travelers through time on the road to eternity. We have passed through the first garden, the Garden of Eden, and it cannot be revisited. It is a lost paradise. And if we are to be saved, we must somehow struggle while stumbling to pass through the second garden—the Garden of Gethsemane. Every man on his journey through life must come to Gethsemane. Somehow, it is there where we die and it is there where we are resurrected again; or we are lost forever. Gethsemane is not a place of luxury but of agony. And perhaps the greatest torment suffered in Gethsemane is the fact that we must face it alone. This is true of all pain, is it not? Agony is an experience that we all must bear alone. Others can empathize and sympathize and support, but they cannot feel the pain that is ours alone. Gethsemane forces us to move to another dimension—a dimension beyond the mundane, a dimension beyond the realm of ordinary common activities. This second garden is a place of bitter anguish and excruciating sorrow. Like Jesus, the only way we can make it through is to steal away somewhere and talk to God our Father. In the supreme despair of our spirit, we call upon Him to help, comfort and strengthen us. We call upon Him to stretch His mighty arm to lift us out of the quagmire of despondency and to restore peace to our troubled souls. We pray as we have never prayed before and in humble submission cry out at last, “not as I will, but as you will.”
Listen to my cry, O God, for I am hurting. My eyes are reddened from tears that will not cease and my heart aches with a pain that will not recede. My soul has grown weak with sorrow. Deliver me, O Lord, from my anguish. Have mercy and lift me from the depths of my suffering that I may declare your praises; in the blessed name of Him who suffered for us all, your Son and our Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen.
*****
Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence? If I go up to the heavens, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are there. Psalm 139:7-8.
MOMENTS OF TRUTH
In this passage, the crown of the Psalter, the Old Testament reaches the highest conception of the relationship that exists between God and man. And this relationship is here marked not as one of comfort, security and peace, but of terror, discontent and bewilderment as stumbling, foolish man seeks some road of possible escape from the unblinking, unchanging, wakeful eye of Almighty God. But deep within ourselves, we know that the god we have deluded ourselves into believing in is not the true God. Sometimes in the quiet of the night or in the midst of prayer, we know that we have caricatured God. Regardless of how we live, in the deepest recess of our minds, we know that what we sow, we do reap. We know that whatever kind of bread we cast upon the waters will return to us. We know that there is an unbending moral law which men and nations of men do not ultimately escape. We know that God’s justice and wrath and condemnation move increasingly upon our soft and accommodating ways. We see our excuses, rationalizations, and alibis for what they are. In these fleeting moments, we remember our wasted hours, our cowardice and our deafness to human pain—and we know that judgment day is real and that every day is judgment day, even today. It is only during these moments of truth that we begin to comprehend that the cry of the psalmist is our cry.
Omniscient, Omnipresent, Omnipotent God, there is no hiding from you. You know me better than I know myself. You know my every word before I speak it, my every thought, before I think it and my every act before I execute it. Yet, you still love me and accept me. Shape me O Lord, and mold me according to your will and I will be careful to give you all glory and praise; through the blood of the sacrificial Lamb, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
*****
Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance. James 1:2.
OFFERING OF PRAISE
Who among us has not fought hard battles against powers and principalities? Who among us has not faced times when it seemed easier to give up than to go on? Most of us know what it feels like to be caught in a firestorm of human tragedy. What has been your hope? What kept you going through the stormy days and blustery nights? What kept you struggling on? Something kept you going because you are still here. It was the mighty sustaining power of your loving, merciful Father. Every now and then on our journey, we pause to give God an offering of praise for all the many blessings He has so graciously bestowed upon us. Though our journey thus far has encompassed a mixture of blessings and burdens, delight and depression, healings and hurts, accomplishments and failures, triumphs and temptations, through it all God has been faithful. We have had to experience a trial or two. On occasion, we have had to experience the fiery furnace. Once in a while, we found ourselves in the lion’s den and great troubles came knocking at our door from time to time. Yet, we count it all joy. We discovered along the way that weeping may endure for a night, but joy does come in the morning. We know because at some junction during the nights of our distress, God miraculously turned our tears of hurt into tears of joy. When all is said and done, we count it all joy in Jesus Christ, our Lord. Pause to give Him an offering of praise.
Almighty and eternal God, who destined your only begotten Son to be Redeemer of the world and willed to be appeased by His precious blood, I praise your holy name. All glory, laud, and honor belong to you alone and to you alone do I offer this prayer of praise and thanksgiving. I thank you most Holy Father, for the grace of venerating the price of my redemption and of discovering in it the virtue it contains. May I live out my days on this earth in such a way that I bring honor to you forever and ever; through the same Christ, our Lord. Amen.
*****
He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside still waters, he restores my soul. Psalms 23:2-3a.
SETTLE DOWN
One of the most important aspects of the spiritual life is the pauses of rest, silence of grace. It is a peace undisturbed by surrounding events and cannot be intruded upon by the fiercest winds of adversity. What can inspire more tranquility of mind and soul than the realization that peace and self-fulfillment is not dependent on anything external. Nothing in the outer world can produce the peace and happiness that surpasses all human understanding. God’s peace has no relationship to the state of our affairs. The joy in living emanates from the spiritual realities within that flow incessantly through our being like some remarkable elixir. The silent purling waters that flow through us from the Fountain of living waters calms the turbulent spirit and gives quiet to the restless mind. The peace that flows from God not only transforms us from within but reforms our outer life. He gives us silence and contentment in our minds, regardless of what exists in our outer world. The hustle and bustle of the day drift away as a tender leaf caught in the throes of the wind. The rat race without becomes as distant as the planets and as meaningless as chasing after the wind. Our souls dwell at ease. No outer disturbance can ruffle the “still waters” within.
Almighty God, Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who told the disciples, my peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you, I thank you for the inner joy and peace you have given me. Let my life reflect the peace and unity which is according to your holy will. In the name of Him who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
******
But he said to me. “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.” Therefore I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses, so that Christ’s power may rest on me. That is why, for Christ sake, I delight in weakness, in insults, in hardships, in persecutions, in difficulties. For when I am weak, then I am strong. 2 Corinthians 12:9-11.
STRENGTH IN WEAKNESS
Have you ever listened to some people talk about all the things they are doing and wondered how they are able to do it or where all the energy to do it with is coming from? Have you ever stopped and taken notice of how God sometimes work in your own life? Have you detected how He has a way of bringing out your best at times when it seems you have the least to give? Sometimes our best work is produced during our most trying times. Some of the greatest contributions made to society have come from weak, suffering and hurting individuals. We need to understand that in our own strength we cannot keep life from closing in on us. When we realize we are weak, we realize we need God. When we let God take charge of our life, He does great things through us. If we think we are mini-gods, our minds trick us into thinking we are more important than we really are. It is when God’s power is allowed to penetrate through us and work in us that our weakness becomes our strength. Our human weakness is no barrier to God. God’s power is that something within which enables each of us to rise above the limitations of our human-hood. When God infuses us with His mighty power, we are energized and empowered to do all that He has called us to do. In Him, our weakness becomes His strength.
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